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Intersectional approaches to gender-based violence in universities: 

Experiences and interventions 

 

 

Gender-based violence (GBV) is understood to be any act of violence and abuse that 

disproportionately affects women, and is rooted in systematic power differences and 

inequalities between women and men (Hester & Lilley, 2014). For the purposes of this 

chapter, GBV includes domestic violence and abuse, including coercive control, abuse 

mediated through the internet or mobile phones; stalking and harassment; ‘honour-based’ 

violence and abuse, including forced marriage; and sexual violence and abuse (c.f. Gangoli, 

Bates & Hester, 2020). There is an international body of evidence indicating that one-third to 

one-half of university students are subjected to GBV during their time at university (e.g. 

Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017; Fedina, Holmes & Backes, 2018), and nearly 

16% of students have been subjected to GBV before joining university (Fisher, Cullen & 

Turner, 2000). These diverse experiences have a profound impact on the lives of the victims 

and survivors, and their experience of higher education (e.g. Australian Human Rights 

Commission, 2017; Stenning, Mitra-Kahn & Gunby, 2012).  

While there is a wide body of work on GBV in the UK and internationally, there is a 

paucity of material that highlights the voices of victims-survivors (see Mulvihill et al., 2018) in 

general; and in particular with victim-survivors of GBV in UK universities settings. This paper 

draws on the conceptual framework of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) to explore this in the 

context of GBV in university settings in the UK.  We use the concepts of intersectionality to 

explore unique and original empirical interview data that address diverse women’s 

experiences of GBV while at university, including university responses. We will explore 

women’s positioning in terms of gender, student identity, ethnicity, and social class.  
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The research question guiding this study is: how do the intersections between GBV, 

universities and women’s societal positioning manifest to enable students to achieve their 

potential or disable women from achieving their potential within higher education, and what 

role can universities play in terms of interventions. We understand interventions as being both 

individualised i.e., instinctual/ organic interventions, for e.g. steps taken by students and 

university staff to ensure their own safety, or those of their friends, or students 

deliberate/planned interventions, such as counselling programmes and feminist societies. 

 

The chapter will start by explaining the conceptual frameworks we use; and then explore key 

issues emerging from literature on GBV in university settings. Next, there will be a brief 

description of research methods for the interview data; moving on looking at key themes 

emerging from the sample. Finally, we will discuss the findings and the implications of the 

research.  

 

Conceptual Frameworks 

We draw on the conceptual framework on intersectionality, which we understand as ‘‘the 

notion that subjectivity is constituted by mutually reinforcing vectors of race, gender, class 

and sexuality’’ (Nash, 2008, p. 2). Kimberle´ Crenshaw (1991) is credited with introducing 

the term ‘intersectionality’ to the feminist lexicon in the late 1980s as part of antiracist 

struggles that interrogated law’s penchant in fixing identities, and therefore not paying 

enough attention to how black women may suffer from both race and gender inequalities. 

Nash has argued that the notion of intersectionality is under-theorised, suggesting that it has 

focussed so far on how marginalised people are (adversely) affected by their identities, 

rather than how those in power are able to use intersectional identities to their advantage. 

Victims have multiple identities and while some combinations disempower them, others 

might privilege them in some ways (for example being a wealthy women with disabilities).  
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Linked to this is Nils Christie’s notion of the ‘ideal victim’ (1986) wherein some victims are 

deemed more readily deserving of the status than others, because they are weak (very old 

or young), they are performing a ‘respectable project’, and they cannot be blamed for being 

where they were. This construction has rightly been challenged as not recognising women’s 

agency (Roberts, Donovan & Durey, 2019), but is useful in this context in recognising how 

universities may respond.  

Groups that may be most vulnerable to GBV in universities include, young women and girls 

(Jones et al. 2020), those with disabilities (both mental and physical), or those from ethnic 

minority, working-class, or LGBTQ+ communities (Healthy Poverty Action, 2021). We 

believe that it is impossible to discuss the complexities of GBV without due attention to 

multiple sites of oppression, and privilege, and this is what we aim to explore further in this 

paper by looking at how intersecting identities may impact on women’s experiences of 

navigating higher education and GBV.     

Setting The Scene 

Studies on GBV experienced by UK university students are relatively new in comparison to 

studies on U.S. universities but this body of literature is growing rapidly and thus far provides 

findings consistent with previous research in the U.S. (e.g. Krebs et al., 2017) and Australia 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017). Most UK studies focused on sexual violence 

(SV) and used a range of operational definitions, research designs and recruitment 

strategies to assess prevalence (Jones et al., 2020). Inconsistent methods led to findings 

varying from 31% to 77% of all students being subjected to SV (CUSU, 2014; EUSA, 2014) 

and from 37% to 68% of women being subjected to SV (Neville et al., 2014; Phipps & Smith, 

2012). Despite these variations, the findings indicate that at best a substantial minority are 

subjected to SV, and at worst a majority of students are subjected to SV. Some university 

responses to disclosures have further compounded the trauma. Half of students who 

reported to their university described the university’s response as denying what they had 
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been subjected to, and 30.9% described the university’s response as suggesting that their 

report could negatively impact the university’s reputation (NUS, 2018). This is not to say that 

all university responses have been negative. One-quarter of students thought their university 

supported them after they made a report (NUS, 2018). These radically different responses 

have been attributed to wider institutional cultures (Bull & Rye, 2018) but they may also be 

influenced by pre-conceptions of which students are ‘ideal victims’. Students deemed to be 

performing a ‘respectable project’ and not threatening the university’s reputation may be the 

ones to receive a supportive response from universities. However, it is difficult to untangle 

how these pre-conceptions may influence university responses until more studies investigate 

other forms of inequality associated with and intersecting with GBV in universities, and 

universities’ responses. 

There are some excellent studies that address the intersectional role of racism, class, 

disability and gender/sexuality in university students’ experiences (Vaccaro, 2010; Vaccoro 

et al., 2020; Willis et al., 2019), but these do not always address intersections with GBV  

(Jones et al., 2020). Findings from these studies were consistent with previous research on 

GBV (e.g. Coulter et al., 2017) in that they indicated that occupying positions of 

less social power (e.g. women, Black and Minority Ethnic) had an increased chance 

of experiencing SV and/or domestic violence (EUSA, 2014; Young et al., 2018), but there 

was less discussion on the experiences of these women in higher education. 

There are a few studies using quantitative methods that look at the role of higher education 

as a protective factor for GBV (Aramsky et. al., 2011). Campbell’s study (2004) shows that 

women who had the lowest education levels were more likely to be killed by their male 

partners in comparison to women who were emotionally abused. ??There are also recent 

studies that look at the ways in which control over education or ‘educational sabotage’ by 

perpetrators can be a form of emotional abuse in cases of domestic violence (Voth Schrag et 

al., 2019) and forced marriage (Gangoli et al., 2011). This is often exercised as a part of 
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financial abuse, and can have severe consequences in terms of women’s ability to escape 

the abuse.  

There is a body of important work addressing how schools could respond to domestic 

violence and intimate partner violence witnessed or experienced by students (Dunne et al., 

2006; Ollis, 2017; Lloyd, 2018, Barter et al., 2015), but there is very little on how universities 

may address the issue with students who may have been subjected to interpersonal violence 

or other forms of GBV in their parental home, or in relationships outside the university. 

Indeed, no UK study could be located which provided base line data on student experiences 

of sexual and domestic violence, sexual harassment and other related harm that students 

come with when they start university. As far as we are aware there is very little UK based 

research on the role that higher education can play in protecting victims of GBV where the 

perpetrators may not be part of the university communities, but are family members, friends 

or acquaintances of the victim.  

An important recent exception is the work by Phipps (2020) and more recently 

Ahmed (2021) that situates sexual harassment and violence and institutional inaction in the 

neoliberal university. Phipps (2020) and Ahmed (2021) address this in the context of 

universities being subjected to increasing tuition fees, and a transformation from liberal 

universities as a space for critical thought, slow contemplation and transformative becoming 

for both student and university worker. The neoliberal university aims to continuously 

increase performance – measurable in ultimately economic terms, imposing a new auditable 

disciplining, and quickening pace, of learning, thinking and working. When students complain 

of sexual harassment in this context, their complaints are articulated – and also dismissed – 

in the language of consumer rights.  

 Further, while there is research on young South Asian people’s experiences of 

forced marriage and ‘honour based’ violence and abuse (c,.f. Gangoli et al. 2020), and some 

of these point to how some young women in particular use higher education as a way to 

postpone or escape forced marriage (see for example, Gangoli et al., 2011). However the 
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specific experiences of, and university responses to young people in universities being 

subjected to these forms of GBV are not addressed.  

 

 

 

 

 

Methods 

The Justice, Inequality and GBV project team1 consisted of ten experienced researchers.  

We conducted interviews with 251 victims-survivors of GBV. Most participants were 

interviewed individually (n=227; 87%), with the remaining participants (n=24; 9%) taking part 

in group interviews. The project sought and gained research ethics approval from the 

University of Bristol ethics board. The research design was phenomenological, as the 

intention of the research was to understand the meanings of justice from the perspectives of 

victim-survivors of GBV (Williamson et al. 2020). Following this design, participants were 

recruited by asking partner agencies, and other agencies working in the field of gender-

based violence prevention to send information about the project to their service users. We 

offered language interpretation, or other support for the interviews. In total, we recruited 

participants through more than 80 different organisations, and these organisations supported 

the victim-survivors. The interviews were conducted in person, over the phone, or using 

online telecommunication software, and included some specific demographic and 

experience related questions including age, income, employment and education. We asked 

questions about GBV they had been subjected to, and tried to explore what justice meant to 

them both abstractly, and in the context of their own experience. Interviews lasted between 

an hour and two hours, with the average interview just over an hour. All the interviews were 

 
1 Justice, Inequality and GBV project (ESRC grant number ES/M010090/1) https://research-
information.bristol.ac.uk/en/projects/justice-inequality-and-gender-based-violence(49bc49cc-1db3-4675-
b2ed-94a46555a0e9).html  
 

https://research-information.bristol.ac.uk/en/projects/justice-inequality-and-gender-based-violence(49bc49cc-1db3-4675-b2ed-94a46555a0e9).html
https://research-information.bristol.ac.uk/en/projects/justice-inequality-and-gender-based-violence(49bc49cc-1db3-4675-b2ed-94a46555a0e9).html
https://research-information.bristol.ac.uk/en/projects/justice-inequality-and-gender-based-violence(49bc49cc-1db3-4675-b2ed-94a46555a0e9).html
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recorded, and transcribed verbatim either by a team member, or a professional transcriber, 

and pseudonyms were allotted to each participant.  

Sample 

 

[ TABLE 1 NEAR HERE.] 

 

While the aim of the interviews was not to look at university based experiences of, or 

responses to gender-based violence, during analysis, we found that a subsect of 

respondents (n =10) had been in university during some of their experiences of gender-

based violence. All were university students, and one was also a university lecturer who was 

studying for her PhD at the time of interview.  

 

One of these had been at university over 20 years before the interview, and this respondent 

was removed from the sample. The majority of respondents (7/9) had decided to enter 

higher education as a response to GBV. Closer analysis of the material for this paper 

revealed that some of the respondents had found that university services and structures had 

influenced their experiences. These interviews have been analysed at greater depth to 

analyse the intersections between education and victim-survivors’ experiences of GBV. 

 

This paper will draw from the nine interviews, as explained above. We found that all but one 

participant were under the age of 30 at the time of the abuse; six of nine were White British 

women, one was Indian, and two were British Pakistani. The three Black and Minority Ethnic 

women in our sample had experienced GBV linked with forced marriage and ‘honour based’ 

violence. Eight women in our sample had experienced sexual violence and abuse, most 

commonly in the context of intimate partner abuse, and one had experienced sexual abuse 

as a child. Half of the women interviewed experienced domestic violence and coercive 

control.  The three BME women in our sample identified as middle-class. Of the white 
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sample, two clearly identified as middle class, one as working class, one as mixed (middle 

class father, but brought up with working class mother), and two did not disclose their class 

status. See Table 1 for demographic information on each case, as well as the form(s) of 

GBV experienced, and help sought.  

 

Findings 

Our findings indicate that all our respondents came with previous or ongoing experiences of 

GBV both within and outside universities structures. We also found that the intersections 

between GBV, university structures and women’s identities, for example, class, 

sexuality/ethnicity/nationality impacted on their experiences of higher education, and that 

university responses were mediated by these intersecting identities.   

 

Ethnicity 

The negative impact of ethnicity was experienced particularly by the BME respondents. Two 

BME respondents reflected on the ways in which parents or partners used the financing of 

higher education to control women. Asha described her experience of her father constricting 

her ability to obtain higher education because he refused initially to pay for the education. 

I had to come to university. I was meant to stay in the house for 6 months because 

my father was not sure whether I should go to uni or not go to uni. I had to go through 

a lot and finally (father) decided I could come to UK (Asha) 

In another case, choosing higher education was one of the triggers for forced marriage, as 

the community and family saw this as a sign of the woman exercising their agency.  

… I got a job in (redacted) which was the trigger for the community saying I should  

get married. Also the trigger that I actually went to [name of university]  (Amani) 

Lack of understanding of minority women’s cultural and familial situations meant that, at 

times, university responses were perceived by students as minimising, or unhelpful. 
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Sameera recounted that when her father threatened her with forced marriage; an academic 

she confided in minimised her experience. 

… but nobody really knew what to do, and (name of college lecturer) was the worst in 

the sense … I said look I know they’re going to marry me off, my dad’s going to 

marry me off, you’ve got to help me.  And she basically said ‘That’s a nice jumper 

you’re wearing’ … it was very much ‘Do you really want to go [to a refuge]?’ …Go 

home, you’ve got a nice jumper, you’re not going to get that in a [refuge]’ you know ‘If 

you’ve got it bad now, you wait till you get in a [refuge]’ (Sameera) 

Our findings indicate that international students are less likely to be able to access support 

and welfare systems than British students. Asha spoke of her experience when she was 

being threatened by her father and coerced into leaving the country to return to her family 

home. 

But the harder bit is if you’re not a British Citizen I don’t know how they can help you, 

to be really honest, because…they can’t really do much. There is...because there is 

no… legal laws in place for someone who is not a British Citizen, on how to help 

them out with their protection and everything. Yes, they’ll help them in this country, 

but there’s nothing that anyone else can do once you go away (Asha). 

Social class, gender and ethnicity  

Our sample demonstrate a correlation between social class, race/ethnicity and access to 

education. All the three BME women in our sample were middle class, while the white 

women were more diverse in terms of their class composition. The woman who seemed to 

have the best outcome in terms of university response to her abuse was a middle class, 

white woman.  

I come from a very lucky middle class white affluent background, very lucky 

upbringing, very happy, never had to worry about anything … (Anna) 

Anna also enjoyed social capital, in terms of family links with the police: 
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Some friends were involved in helping get me out of the situation.  One of them’s a 

retired police officer, and also my uncle and aunt are both retired police officers.  So I 

was very lucky, I had a lot of help from family and friends.   

Anna was both a university lecturer and a student at the time of the abuse, and found her 

line manager at work extremely supportive 

Um … it was a very new job, I think it was a week into a new job as a part time 

lecturer, and I told my boss as soon as it happened.  And he .. has been fantastic….  

They’ve let me have days off to go to the lawyer, they’ve understood if my work 

hasn’t been great … yeah I have been really well supported.  

Anna was able to access counselling through her work, when she found that the NHS 

waiting lists were too long: 

. So I went to the doctor’s too and they gave me a prescription to help me sleep.  And I 

asked them about counselling and they told me that the waiting list was over 6 

months.  So it wasn’t worth trying to get counselling through them... I’ve just had 

some counselling now through my job… I’ve had 9 or 10 sessions with a counsellor, 

and it’s made massive … I feel absolutely fine now, it’s made a massive difference to 

me.   

In contrast, Maria, a working class student doing a professional post graduate degree, who 

was undergoing domestic abuse at the hands of her partner, who was also her colleague at 

a professional internship she was working on towards her degree, found that her practice 

manager was not supportive, and chose to support her partner when she filed a complaint 

against him of domestic violence in a public space. The respondent at the time filed a 

counter claim that Maria had sexually harassed him, and his violence was in response to 

this: 

… initially I was banned from our office, I couldn’t go there, he could stay. Yeah yeah, 

that was my [practice manager’s] decision, that I cannot come back to the office.  So 

I was just put somewhere in exile when I was reinstated back to work.  
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Gemma, a working class white woman commented on how her class made her an outsider 

in the university: 

So I was the one with a [regional] accent, tattoos and piercings, and everyone else 

was posh. I think the professors took them more seriously. 

Social class did not always protect BME women. Sameera reflected on the reality that 

immigrant women often did not enjoy the same class privileges as they would have in their 

country of origin: 

this isn’t about what class or how educated you are....basically educated 

women…and it surprises me because the educated women I was talking to….and 

they were like…oh I didn’t realise that my degree here it isn’t internationally 

recognised  ..they didn’t realise the power of their own degree is missing 

 

Empowerment through University 

For three respondents, GBV was either a stimulus for entering higher education, or gave 

them the skills to escape it. Engaging in higher education in itself was a form of 

individualised intervention for these women. Maria explained that her ability to survive 

domestic abuse in a previous relationship gave her the confidence to enter higher education: 

For me, it (abuse) was a bit of a catalyst to change then. …It changed my life, yes, 

because it was that terrifying at the time. I genuinely don't know how I got through it. 

So when you go through something like that, you do think, "Actually, I can cope with 

anything." So I went into terrifying education.   

Gemma, who was experiencing domestic abuse from her partner at the time of studying, 

found that university was a safe space for her: 

I mean I was at university through three years of this relationship, so I would find that 

probably … and I was at placements and things … and so yeah I suppose I would 

find it a bit of an escape sometimes.   



12 

 
 
Two respondents believed that they were able to process and understand their experiences 

of gender-based violence better because of the nature of their education. Gemma explained 

that she was able to explain what was happening to her better to her friends, because she 

was studying domestic violence at university, and was also able to understand it herself 

better.  

When I read up on it (domestic violence) you know I can tell them [the class] things 

… it makes a lot more sense to them, and it makes more sense to me now as well 

(Gemma).   

 

Bystander Interventions 

Four of our respondents testified to the important role that bystander intervention can play in 

cases of GBV. Maria, a working class woman describes her experience when her abusive 

partner entered her classroom during a lecture, and no one in authority intervened to stop him: 

Maria:   The security guards didn't bother to come in. 

Interviewer: Really? 

Respondent: No, they didn't bother at all. The teacher picked the camera up and 

ran off, because they were videoing us that day. So she picked the camera up and 

ran off… (Maria) 

Another respondent described her experience of sexual assault on public transport, while 

she was travelling to her university. No one on the train platform intervened, included some 

students from her university who were present at the time. 

While I was saying, “Can someone, please, go and get help?” I was yelling, and they 

could see very clearly an attack. Like stereotypical attack situation… I can't 

understand why people wouldn't want to intervene… I don’t really understand why 

somebody wouldn't run out and get the police, who were already in the station 

(Melody)  
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While lack of, or negative responses from bystanders was upsetting, our respondents spoke 

of the responses from friends being even more important in terms of their self-esteem. 

Rachel, who was raped on a night out talks about how her friend stonewalled her 

experience. 

… maybe about 5, 6 months afterwards, I said to one of my friends… I told her that 

I’d been raped, and this was when I was like … And I said to her that I’d been raped, 

and … he was there at an event that was happening where I was with her…[we both] 

saw him, and I said to her ‘Oh he did that to me’.    And um … yeah so she knew but 

never asked me anything else about it….No, she never mentioned it again (Rachel). 

Rachel believes that the lack of response from her friend led her to ‘clam up for years’ about 

her experience.  

In contrast, supportive responses from friends felt enabling for survivors, and gave 

them courage to deal with their experiences. Gemma, who was subjected to domestic 

violence from her partner, spoke about how she was able to share her experience with a 

friend who was also a victim of domestic violence at the time. 

I had one friend who knew what was going on throughout the whole relationship, 

because she was going through something similar as well, so I felt I could speak to 

her. (Gemma) 

Other than listening, friends can sometimes offer support in other, more direct ways, 

particularly in validating women’s experiences of abuse: 

Yeah like a lot of my friends would say God help him if he ever runs into me.  He 

actually … on court day he actually … I was with one of my friends came to support 

me, and he tried to speak to her on that day, and she just told him like fuck off 

basically.  She ended up getting warned off [by] the security at the court because she 

was getting high pitched and stuff, but she was just so angry, she couldn’t believe 

that he was actually approaching her.  But yeah she’s like ‘God, I wanted to hit him’.   

(Gemma) 
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Positive Response from University Services 

Clear and efficient organisational response can increase the capabilities of women in 

situations of gender-based violence. This is clear when we look at Asha’s experience. When 

she was at university in the UK, she converted to Christianity as an act of rebellion against 

her Hindu family and her father found out: 

I don’t exactly know how, if it was via my Facebook, or what really went on. But he 

found out and he threatened that, if I don’t come back home, he’s going to kill me, 

and he’s not going to pay my fees any further. So that was…obviously I got really, 

really depressed and in fear of my life. At that time I was in contact with the 

University of xx Wellbeing Centre. They advised that this needs to be phoned to the 

police, because they were obviously worried, and I thought yeah maybe that’s a good 

idea. 

Asha also contacted the police at the behest of the Wellbeing services when she was 

threatened with death by her family, due to her relationship with a student in her university: 

It was the Wellbeing [at the uni] which encouraged me to do that, because I 

otherwise wouldn’t be…I would be really scared, I wouldn’t know what to do, because 

of this situation where you don’t know who you can trust, or what anyone can do. So I 

was told by them, if I contact them (police), they might be able to help me out, 

because my father’s threatening me, and all of that, hence the reason I made 

contact. 

University peer groups and forums supported by the university also played an important role 

in enabling women to take action against gender-based violence. Three of our respondents 

were active in feminist debates and activism at university, and all of them attribute their 

involvement to their experience of abuse. For instance, Alena felt able to report her historical 

experience of sexual abuse to the police due to the support of the peer group in her 

university: 
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I was on the University [] Sexual Violence Forum for about five years the year after I 

went to uni. The police officer that came and was talking to us said, "Basically, you 

can report it any time." I was like, "Oh, right." So now, I was so much stronger, 20 

years afterwards, I rang and reported it. I had a patrol officer come round to go 

through it with her. She was brilliant.  

 

Discussion 

The findings indicate that the intersection of neoliberal educational systems, unequal 

immigration laws and policies, and lack of societal and peer empathy can exacerbate 

women’s experience of gender-based violence in university settings. However, enabling 

factors – where they exist – can help survivors to escape and even transcend their abuse in 

an educational setting.  

Our findings indicated that women entering higher education have a range of 

experiences of GBV. Many of these are experienced before they join colleges, and 

universities, but they continue to experience the long term impacts of many of these 

incidents and experiences. Women also experience GBV during their time at universities, 

perpetrated by fellow students or staff; or by family members. University responses to these 

cases vary, but it is apparent that students are more likely to experience their time in higher 

education positively, and arguably gain more from their education where the response has 

been consistent, and experienced as helpful. 

GBV and abuse is manifested in parental control over education. Current discourses 

on the neo-liberalisation of higher education (Mahony & Weiner, 2019) in the UK and 

elsewhere (Saunders, 2007) address the impacts of tuition fees on student experience, and 

the growing consumerisation of higher education. Parental control over education through 

financing it, particularly in the case of international students who are not eligible to UK 

student loans, links directly to the idea of ‘educational sabotage’ (Voth Scrag, 2019). 

Educational sabotage can include financial and emotional abuse, and can further restrict 
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women’s choices to escape parental control. In the case of Asha, her father’s refusal to pay 

her tuition fees can be understood within this prism, where she was unable to leave her 

home to join university until her father agreed. We can also see other forms of educational 

sabotage in the case of Maria’s experience, where her abusive partner came to her 

university during a lecture to disrupt her education, and invade her safe space.   

As evident from Asha’s experience, the intersection of gender, ethnicity and 

discriminatory immigration laws further complicates the experience of gender-based violence 

for international women students (c.f.  Gangoli et al., 2020). Higher education can 

sometimes be used as a way to postpone or avoid forced marriage (Gangoli et al. 2020), but 

at other times it can be a trigger for forced marriage. Recent research on sexual violence 

and abuse among refugee and asylum seeking communities (Bates et al. 2018) highlighted 

issues of immigration, familiarity with support systems and lack of community support as key 

barriers in reporting ‘honour based’ and sexual abuse; and some of these may apply to 

international students on student visas. 

         Intersectional disadvantage can also be a product of what has been described in social 

work literature as ‘race anxiety’ (c.f. Burman et al. 2004), and may be more accurately be 

understood as ‘race related timidity’. Failure of those in power to intervene, due to lack of 

knowledge, or fear of appearing racist, can potentially cause harm. As implicit in Sameera’s 

case, her lecturer was reluctant to intervene when she shared her experience of living in fear 

of forced marriage, and encouraged her to ‘work with her family’. The response was 

experienced by Sameera as both insensitive and unhelpful. In contrast, positive intervention 

and advice by relevant university staff, which Asha received in the form of advice to 

approach the police can empower victims in challenging the abuse.  

University support can sometimes be indirect, for example, through university student 

groups, such as feminist support groups that may provide a safe space for students to reflect 

on, and process on past abuse and violence. This is apparent in Alena’s experience, where 
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she was able to articulate her abuse and seek help and redress for the historical abuse she 

had experienced.  

Our research also indicated the importance of bystander intervention, which has 

been well documented in literature (Fenton et al, 2016; Holland, 2019; Jones, Mitchell & 

Tuner, 2015). Survivors of GBV can feel supported and empowered where bystanders 

respond positively to incidents of abuse. However, the reverse can happen where 

bystanders do not respond, and this can heighten when perpetrators enter university 

settings, previously experienced as safe spaces.  

Victim-survivors of sexual and domestic violence sometimes choose to disclose their 

experiences to close friends or family members, in the hope of achieving an empathetic 

experience (Rodino-Colocino, 2018, Gregory et al. 2019). Research has demonstrated that 

friends and peers can act as buffers against effects of abuse, and may also act as 

preventative factors for future abuse. This is apparent in Gemma’s experience, where her 

friends supported her during her traumatic experience of experiencing domestic abuse, and 

court hearings where she was confronting her abusive partner. Gemma’s friend supported 

her throughout the journey, both by acting as an emphatic listener, and by confronting her 

abusive partner during a court hearing.   

However, negative or non-responses from friends and family can have a negative 

impact on victim-survivors, who can feel further silenced and isolated. Gregory’s research 

(2019) reveals that family and friends often lack the knowledge and training to respond in 

empowering ways, and sometimes may find the experience of being confided in, traumatic in 

itself. As is apparent in Rachel’s experience, her friend’s lack of engagement with the abuse 

contributed to her feeling silenced for a number of years.  

Much literature focuses on the negative impact of GBV on the ability of women to 

access higher education, or to fully partake in it (for e.g. Loots & Walker, 2015). Earlier 

research by the authors (Gangoli et al., 2011) has found that young women at risk of forced 

marriage can often ‘use’ higher education as a way to escape family pressure, but this 
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appears an instrumental use of education. In our research, we found that in some cases, 

abuse is a catalyst for change and education; and that some survivors experience higher 

education both as empowerment, and a route for escaping some forms of gender-based 

violence.   

The findings also indicate that universities respond best when the victim is seen as 

the ideal victim (Christie, 1986).  In this context, an ideal victim is a middle class, white and 

young woman. Anna, as a young, white British, middle class woman, who was both 

university student and staff, enjoyed the best outcomes and interventions of all our 

respondents, including counselling provided by the university, and sympathy from her line 

manager. Class alone does not protect women from ethnic minority backgrounds, as is 

evident in Asha’s and Sameera’s examples. Asha did get some support, but due to her 

status as an international student, did not have access to all the resources that a British 

woman would have.  

      There has been some literature on the impact of conducting research on GBV by victim-

survivors, and some of these suggest that most victim-survivors found the experience as 

beneficial, or even transformational (Aroussi, 2020). Aroussi points out that many survivors 

of rape and sexual abuse feel alone, and isolated, and the process of researching GBV can 

both validate their experience, and reclaim their voice. Two of our respondents chose to 

study gender-based violence, and found that their experiences of abuse gave them both an 

insight into their own abuse, and some of the academic learning. This enabled them to 

process their abuse. In our view, this is an important finding, as it considers how higher 

education may enable some victims to make the journey to being survivors. 

Conclusions 

The unique contribution of this paper is that it highlights the positive role that 

universities and higher education institutions can play in tackling and empowering women 

experiencing gender-based violence and abuse. This sample testifies to the importance of 

the role of higher education for women with current or historic experiences of gender-based 
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violence and abuse. It enables women to have a sense of agency and control over their own 

lives, and possibly to escape an abusive relationship. We also found that perpetrators are 

aware of the empowering role of education, and through ‘educational sabotage’ (Von Scrag, 

2019), can try and control women’s agency.  

This study also builds on earlier work on the importance of intersectional inequalities 

for victims-survivors of gender-based abuse, particularly, but not exclusively in the context of 

ethnicity, immigration status (Gangoli et al. 2020) and social class  This is exacerbated by 

the neoliberal nature of the higher educational sector in the UK, where rising tuition fees and 

commodification of higher education makes it more difficult for women of working-class 

backgrounds to access higher education, and this access was further controlled by abusive 

partners or family members. Interestingly, some middle-class ethnic minority women used 

higher education as a way to escape forced marriage. The importance of higher education 

for survivors of gender-based abuse and violence is further evident in the experiences of 

women who were able to process and understand their abusive experiences better after 

entering university. This could be due to the nature of their educational programmes, the role 

of university support services, friends and bystanders, or feminist activism within university 

settings.  

These finding have important implications for policy and practice in higher education. 

Higher education institutions have the potential to play a significant role to reduce the power 

of perpetrators by effective and timely interventions, including bystander programmes 

(Taylor & Paule-Koba, 2020) for students, training for staff and resources for student 

networking groups, particularly for women and other marginalised groups. We recognise that 

this study is based in the U.K. but the findings and recommendations may have resonance in 

wider international contexts. 

 

Summary of key points 
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• Victim-survivors have multiple identities and while some combinations further 

disempower them, others might privilege them in some ways (for example, a first 

generation immigrant woman may be wealthy, and that can empower her as 

compared to a white British working class student, but she would lack the benefits 

that the latter would have with regard to immigration rights).  

• Linked to this is Nils Christie’s notion of the ‘ideal victim’ (1986) wherein some victim-

survivors are deemed more readily deserving of the status than others, they are 

performing a ‘respectable project’, and they cannot be blamed for being where they 

were. 

• The methods used in data collection, and the analysis was victim-survivor led 

• Some women begin university having already been subjected to some form of 

gender-based violence while others were subjected to gender-based violence while 

attending university.  

• The intersection of neoliberal educational systems, unequal immigration laws and 

policies, and lack of societal and peer empathy can exacerbate women’s experience 

of gender-based violence in university settings. 

• Gender-based violence can be a catalyst for change and education; and that some 

victim-survivors experience higher education both as empowerment, and a route for 

escape.   

• The findings also indicate that universities respond best when the victim is seen as 

the ideal victim (Christie, 1986). In this context, an ideal victim is a middle class, 

white and young woman.   

• Class alone does not protect women from ethnic minority backgrounds, as is evident 

in Asha’s and Sameera’s examples. Asha did get some support, but due to her status 

as an international student, did not have access to all the resources that a British 

woman would have. 
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• Higher education institutions have the potential to play a significant role to reduce the 

power of perpetrators by effective and timely interventions, including bystander 

programmes for students, training for staff and resources for student networking 

groups, particularly for women and other marginalised groups. 

 

 

 

Annotated references  

Jones, C., Skinner, T.S., Gangoli, G., Smith, O., and Fenton, R. (2020). Gender-based 

violence among UK university students and staff: A socio-ecological framework.  

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4572506 

Theories have been used to explain gender-based violence (GBV) in U.S. universities (e.g. 

Gervais, DiLillo and McChargue, 2014; Tewksbury and Mustaine's, 2001) but they have 

limited utility in UK universities, as the history, composition, geography, and culture of UK 

universities differs (Phipps and Smith, 2012; Stenning et al., 2012). Due to these differences, 

a theoretical framework relevant to UK universities is needed that can guide studies and 

contextualise findings. As a starting point, this working paper adapted Hagemann-White et 

al.’s (2010) framework, which was developed for the European Union (EU). To date, this 

framework is the most researched, demonstrated and wholistic model for the EU. The 

framework used an ecological model to identify and categorise factors facilitating and 

scaffolding GBV, including policies, sanctions, redress and implementation of laws, to 

provide nation states with a framework to guide developing and implementing policies that 

would more effectively prevent and combat GBV. This working paper tailored Hagemann-

White et al.’s model to UK universities, using a more sophisticated understanding of 

intersectional disadvantage (such as ethnicity, gender, sexuality, disability, class, age), men 

and masculinities, peer-group support for GBV, environmental time-space and power 

relations, and legal duties in prevention and response. The resulting model included six 

social systems: ontogenetic (intrapersonal), micro (interpersonal), meso (university), exo 

(wider community), macro (societal and national) and chrono (change and consistency over 

time). For each social system, a critical evaluation of research on factors facilitating 

perpetration in universities was presented, as well as recommendations for prevention and 

response.    
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Gangoli, G., Bates, L., & Hester, M. (2020). What does justice mean to black and minority  

ethnic (BME) victims/survivors of gender-based violence? Journal of Ethnic and  

Migration Studies. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2019.1650010.  

 

 

This paper addresses how ‘justice’ is understood, sought, and experienced by BME victims-

survivors of GBV within the UK. The key aims of this paper are to explore (a) experiences of 

GBV for BME victim-survivors, (b) their experiences and perceptions of justice, and (c) 

factors enabling, or posing barriers to justice, including immigration status. We situate BME 

women’s experiences and conceptualisations of justice within an ecological approach 

[Hagemann-White et al. 2010] and within Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of ‘social capital’ 

[1986.]. We found that migrant women lack access to vital aspects of social capital, that 

make access to justice particularly challenging, and that immigration status in particular 

poses key barriers in migrant women’s experiences of accessing justice. Women and girls 

with insecure immigration status lack structural and state support to escape GBV. We also 

found that while there is a focus on ‘cultural’ factors in particular forms of GBV that BME 

women and girls may be subjected to (for example: ‘honour based’ violence, forced marriage 

and female genital mutilation), women reported structural factors as equally, if not more 

important in accessing justice.

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1650010
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